
The United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP) is convening a new 
partnership with Pacific island developing States to develop an integrated policy approach for ocean 
focussed climate responsive urban development adapted to island systems. This approach integrates nature 
based solutions, coastal zone conservation and marine spatial planning in island se�lements to promote 
urban resilience and protect ocean-based livelihoods.

The initiative is being implemented jointly by ESCAP’s Environment and Development Division based in 
Bangkok, and its Pacific Office in Suva. A key implementing partner is the Pacific Centre for Environment and 
Sustainable Development based at the University of the South Pacific in Fiji. The initiative will run from April 
to December 2018, building a foundation for future collaboration.

Addressing urban challenges in island States

Their size, geographic isolation, and dependence on precious natural resources in a changing climate, present 
a multitude of challenges for sustainable development in small island developing States (SIDS). The Pacific 
has the highest urbanization rate of global SIDS today (at 4.3 per cent per year1), with 50 per cent of the 
population, some 7.5 million people, living in coastal se�lements2. Reefs, mangroves and coastal ecosystems 
that make up the first line of defence of island coasts from saltwater inundation and storms, and store ten 
times more carbon than continental forests3, are lost to unplanned urban expansion. Half the coral reefs that 
are already under acute stress from ocean warming and acidification, are under severe threat by 
unsustainable coastal development and accompanying marine pollution4. Vital urban infrastructure and 
livelihoods are increasingly threatened by climate change impacts, with disaster risks fast outpacing 
resilience – annual economic losses from disasters are expected to cost SIDS close to 4 per cent of their 
GDP5. Unplanned urbanization exacerbates environmental risks, increases vulnerability to extreme weather 
events, and further degrades coastal and marine ecosystems island economies and livelihoods depend on. In 
the past, one reason why the application of ‘green’ or ‘smart’ city approaches in SIDS may have been less 
successful, was the lack of adjustment to these complex island systems. The nexus of ocean, climate change, 
and urban development challenges in SIDS calls for an integrated island appropriate approach.

This initiative will strengthen the capacity of SIDS member States to develop and apply an integrated policy 
approach for oceans-friendly and climate-responsive urban development adapted to island systems. ESCAP 
is in a unique position to build the capacity of SIDS in developing an integrated approach and to sharing 
knowledge in and beyond the region. With multidisciplinary expertise, ESCAP can act as a catalyst to develop 
an integrated ‘ocean cities policy guide’, facilitate South-South cooperation and knowledge sharing, and 
assist strengthening a regional voice of SIDS in a complex landscape of sustainable development agendas. 
With adequate regional cooperation and support, SIDS have the potential to pioneer a climate-smart 
ocean-centred approach for resilient urban development that can break this vicious cycle of interlinked 
challenges. 

OCEAN CITIES

ADAPTING SUSTAINABLE URBAN DEVELOPMENT TO ISLAND SYSTEMS

At the launch of the Ocean Pathway at COP23, ESCAP pledged its support for building resilience, lowering 
greenhouse gas emissions and protecting ocean health in coastal island cities. The 2017 Ministerial 
Declaration and the Regional Road Map mandate ESCAP to create environmentally sustainable cities, 
promote the sustainable use of the oceans and seas and build capacity for climate action and resilience 
through policy dialogue6. Fiji’s COP23 Presidency has also commi�ed to hosting a Pacific SIDS roundtable on 
Coastal Cities, Towns and Se�lements in 2018, which would be a key opportunity to link with the project 
activities.

Project strategy

The project aims to develop an integrated approach for ocean-focussed climate-responsive urban 
development adapted to island systems.

Output 1: Policy makers in SIDS are supported to apply an ocean cities policy guide to improve coastal cities 
development and build policy coherence between local, national and regional/global development plans. This 
policy guide will be tailor-made for challenges in island systems and will include concrete policy 
recommendations and practical guidance for local and national governments to apply an integrated 
approach. The concrete content and scope of the policy guide will be developed in a participatory bo�om-up 
capacity development approach in close consultation with local and national policy makers in the Pacific and 
other regional stakeholders.

Activity 1.1: Produce a series of concise policy briefs on bridging the built and natural environment for urban 
development in island States in line with Pacific priorities, including issues of urban planning and coastal zone 
management, nature based solutions, and community resilience.

Activity 1.2: Develop an ocean cities policy guide drawing on the policy briefs and concrete policy 
recommendations identified at in-person and virtual consultations.

Output 2: Increased capacity of SIDS to champion island-based development solutions for coastal cities and 
to speak with a collective voice at regional intergovernmental meetings to promote economically robust, 
environmentally-sound and socially inclusive policies that meet the needs of island communities.

Activity 2.1: Conduct a regional multi stakeholder workshop in Suva preceding the Pacific Update Meeting to 
discuss key themes of the policy briefs and identify input for the ocean cities policy guide (e.g. case studies). 
Activity 2.2: Conduct a series of virtual multi-stakeholder consultations including local and national policy 
makers, academia, civil society, and UN partners. 

Activity 2.3: Launch the ocean cities policy guide at the Asia-Pacific Day for the Ocean preceding the 
Commi�ee on Environment and Development on 20 November in Bangkok to share knowledge from the 
Pacific with Asian island States and strengthen a coherent voice of SIDS in our region.

In a longer-term strategy, this project will strengthen multi-stakeholder partnerships and raise awareness for 
the ocean-urban-development nexus (in line with the Ocean Pathway), promote solutions for resilient island 
cities and generate further research and analysis for evidence based policy making with and for SIDS in 
Asia-Pacific.

1 UN Habitat (2015), Urbanization and Climate Change in Small Island Developing States. Nairobi.
2 World Resources Institute (2011), Reefs at Risk Revisited: Pacific. Washington.
3 Ocean and Climate (2016), Fact sheets, Second Edition. www.ocean-climate.org
4 See 2.
5 UN ESCAP (2018), Leave No One Behind: Disaster Resilience for Sustainable Development. Asia-Pacific Disaster 
Report 2017. Bangkok.
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6 Find the Declaration made at the Ministerial Conference on Environment and Development (E/ESCAP/MCED(7)/5) at: 
h�p://apministerialenv.org/document/MCED_5E.pdf 
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(E/ESCAP/FSD(4)/2/Rev.1) at: h�p://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/publications/SDGs-Regional-Roadmap.pdf 


